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it my fault if our master is a fool and an idiot ? I have ten
wives, and I rule them as I will. Not one dares oppose me
and my commands. Our master has a single wife, and this
one he cannot control and manage.' - c What ought our
master to do ? * asked the dog. ' Let him take a heavy stick
and belabour his wife's back thoroughly/ advised the cock,
1 and I warrant thee, she won't plague him any more to reveal
his secrets.'
" The husband had overheard this conversation, too, and
the cock's advice seemed good. He followed it and death
was averted." l
This version of the story reveals the interested motive
which the ass had in tendering his apparently disinterested
advice to the ox; he calculated on himself devouring the
fodder left untouched by his bovine brother, but though he
succeeded in doing so he was outwitted by the superior
cunning of his master.
The other Jewish, or possibly Moslem, version of the
story, taken down from oral tradition in Palestine, runs
thus :
" There was once a merchant who knew the language of
beasts. But this knowledge had been granted him only
upon condition that, if he told the secrets learnt by its means,
he should die instantly. No one, not even his wife, was
aware that he was gifted beyond the common.
" One evening, standing near his stables, he heard an ox,
which had just returned from ploughing, complaining bitterly
of his hard labour, and asking the ass on which the merchant
rode to business how he might lighten it. The ass advised
him to be very ill, to leave his food untouched and roll on
the ground in pain, when the ploughman came to take him
to the field. The ox took this advice, and next day his master
was told he was too ill to work. The merchant prescribed
rest and extra food for the ox, and ordered that the donkey,
which was strong and fat, should be yoked to the plough in
his place.
" That evening the merchant stood again by the stable,
listening. When the ass came in from ploughing, the ox
thanked him for his advice, and expressed the intention to
1 L. Ginzberg, The Legends of the Jews, iv. (Philadelphia, 1913), pp. 138-141.